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  INTRODUCTION	  	  	   Several	  years	  ago,	  the	  National	  Endowment	  for	  the	  Arts	  presented	  an	  analysis	  of	  the	  impact	  made	  by	  the	  arts	  on	  the	  American	  economy.	  	  It	  found	  that	  in	  2013	  Broadway	  contributed	  $117	  billion	  to	  the	  gross	  domestic	  product.	  	  Non-­‐‑profit	  theatre	  (presenters	  and	  theatre	  companies)	  contributed	  over	  $18	  billion	  to	  the	  GDP.1	  	  However,	  there	  seems	  to	  be	  a	  disparity	  between	  consumer	  spending	  on	  the	  arts	  and	  the	  income	  of	  those	  creating	  the	  art.	  	  	  In	  theatre,	  the	  script	  is	  the	  heart	  –	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  journey	  and	  the	  basis	  of	  the	  craft.	  	  	  If	  the	  playwright	  is	  the	  instigating	  life	  source	  for	  a	  $135	  billion	  market,	  then	  why	  is	  it	  so	  difficult	  to	  make	  a	  living	  as	  one?	  	  Financial	  stability	  in	  the	  arts	  has	  become	  a	  frequent	  topic	  for	  playwrights	  and	  their	  advocates	  in	  recent	  years.	  	  In	  response	  to	  that	  conversation,	  this	  thesis	  evaluates	  the	  not-­‐‑for-­‐‑profit	  producers’	  role	  in	  playwrights’	  financial	  health	  and	  suggests	  that	  professional	  regional	  theatres	  that	  develop	  and	  produce	  new	  work	  should	  institute	  flexible	  support	  systems	  that	  holistically	  respond	  to	  a	  playwright’s	  needs	  beyond	  funding.	  	  Over	  the	  last	  decade	  many	  studies	  have	  been	  conducted	  and	  articles	  written	  about	  the	  financial	  state	  of	  playwrights	  and	  organizations	  engaged	  in	  new	  play	  development.	  	  The	  result	  of	  one	  of	  those	  studies	  was	  published	  by	  Theatre	  




Development	  Fund	  (TDF)2	  in	  2009	  as	  Outrageous	  Fortune,	  the	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  
New	  American	  Play.	  	  Having	  worked	  in	  the	  realm	  of	  new	  play	  development	  for	  the	  past	  twenty	  years,	  I	  was	  intrigued	  by	  the	  results.	  	  But	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  also	  raised	  many	  questions	  as	  it	  both	  confirmed	  and	  challenged	  several	  assumptions	  I	  had	  made	  about	  the	  financial	  reality	  of	  this	  business.	  	  It	  sparked	  my	  need	  to	  see	  if	  we	  were	  still	  in	  the	  condition	  painted	  by	  the	  study	  or	  if	  its	  findings	  had	  had	  an	  impact	  on	  the	  field.	  	  As	  a	  producer/director/dramaturg	  in	  the	  not-­‐‑for-­‐‑profit	  sector,	  I	  wanted	  to	  prove	  this	  quote	  wrong:	  Financially	  speaking,	  there	  is	  no	  way	  to	  view	  playwriting	  as	  anything	  but	  a	  profession	  without	  an	  economic	  base.	  	  It’s	  not	  a	  romantic	  notion	  that	  playwrights	  must	  be	  prepared	  to	  be	  poor.	  	  It’s	  a	  sad	  fact.3	  For	  some	  time,	  artists	  have	  moved	  from	  job	  to	  job	  and	  tried	  to	  find	  ways	  to	  prepare	  for	  an	  uncertain	  future.	  	  They	  have	  lived	  outside	  the	  traditional	  definition	  of	  “career”	  –	  forty	  years	  on	  the	  job	  and	  then	  retirement	  with	  a	  pension.	  	  Why	  has	  that	  been	  the	  accepted	  norm?	  	  	  For	  one	  thing,	  America’s	  definition	  of	  career	  has	  morphed	  over	  the	  last	  few	  decades.	  	  Today’s	  corporate	  work	  force	  more	  closely	  resembles	  what	  artists	  have	  been	  doing	  for	  some	  time,	  cobbling	  together	  short	  term	  projects	  and	  simultaneous	  multiple	  gigs.	  	  Secondly,	  for	  playwrights	  in	  particular,	  the	  choice	  often	  comes	  down	  to	  retaining	  ownership	  of	  their	  intellectual	  property	  and	  counting	  on	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  will	  generate	  income	  for	  them	  in	  the	  future,	  rather	  than	  receiving	  a	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2	  According	  to	  the	  TDF	  website:	  “TDF’s	  twofold	  mission	  is	  to	  identify	  and	  provide	  support,	  including	  financial	  assistance,	  to	  theatrical	  works	  of	  artistic	  merit	  and	  to	  encourage	  and	  enable	  diverse	  audiences	  to	  attend	  live	  theatre	  and	  dance	  in	  all	  their	  venues.”	  3	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	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  New	  




large	  payment	  up	  front	  in	  exchange	  for	  the	  rights	  like	  screenwriters	  often	  do.	  	  There	  may	  be	  several	  reasons	  for	  this	  but	  that	  does	  not	  make	  it	  any	  easier	  to	  stay	  committed	  to	  the	  art	  form.	  	  	  Is	  it	  a	  truth	  or	  a	  myth	  that	  playwrights	  will	  never	  make	  a	  sustainable	  living	  at	  their	  craft?	  	  Whose	  responsibility	  is	  it	  to	  change	  that	  “reality”?	  	  Is	  a	  consistent	  income	  what	  playwrights	  really	  want	  or	  need?	  	  These	  were	  the	  questions	  that	  
Outrageous	  Fortune	  sparked	  for	  me.	  	  	  In	  considering	  these	  questions,	  I	  decided	  to	  focus	  on	  one	  part	  of	  the	  findings	  from	  the	  TDF	  research.	  	  As	  its	  research	  showed,	  commissions	  appeared	  to	  be	  one	  of	  the	  largest	  sources	  of	  income	  generated	  by	  playwriting.4	  	  I	  wanted	  to	  see	  how	  the	  field	  had	  changed	  since	  the	  publication	  of	  TDF’s	  research.	  	  How	  has	  the	  industry	  responded	  to	  the	  findings?	  	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  author	  Todd	  London	  believes	  that	  League	  of	  Resident	  Theatre	  (LORT)5	  leaders	  paid	  attention	  to	  the	  research	  and	  focused	  their	  attention	  on	  compensation.6	  	  	  	  If	  decisions	  makers	  did	  so,	  what	  role	  do	  commissions	  now	  play	  in	  the	  ecosystem?	  	  	  I	  was	  also	  curious	  to	  see	  who	  was	  getting	  the	  commissions	  and	  how	  many	  of	  those	  plays	  were	  being	  produced.	  	  Were	  theatres	  seeing	  commissions	  as	  a	  subsidy	  for	  artists	  or	  as	  a	  commitment	  to	  production?	  	  If	  we	  are	  commissioning	  more	  today,	  have	  we	  caused	  a	  bottleneck	  in	  the	  development	  process?	  	  I	  was	  concerned	  that	  if	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the	  trend	  is	  now	  to	  commission	  more	  plays,	  we	  may	  be	  perpetuating	  a	  cycle	  of	  development	  without	  full	  production,	  leaving	  us	  with	  a	  slew	  of	  orphaned	  plays.	  	  	  And	  finally,	  I	  wanted	  to	  tackle	  my	  biggest	  personal	  assumption	  about	  the	  commissioning	  system.	  	  Are	  the	  same	  few	  playwrights	  dominating	  the	  field?	  	  I	  had	  believed	  that	  this	  handful	  was	  either	  an	  elite	  group	  of	  the	  same	  writers	  or	  a	  yearly	  cycle	  of	  a	  “hot”	  few.	  	  If	  so,	  are	  newer	  voices	  being	  supported	  by	  commission	  money?	  	  I	  set	  out	  to,	  hopefully,	  prove	  myself	  wrong.	  While	  the	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  research	  studied	  a	  much	  larger	  pool,	  I	  wanted	  to	  concentrate	  on	  the	  regional	  field	  -­‐‑	  specifically	  those	  theatres	  with	  a	  substantial	  enough	  budget	  to	  have	  a	  trackable	  impact.	  	  For	  the	  purpose	  of	  focusing	  and	  gathering	  research,	  I	  defined	  my	  professional	  regional	  theatre	  pool	  LORT	  members	  in	  category	  C	  and	  above.7	  	  In	  that	  pool,	  there	  are	  currently	  forty-­‐‑six	  organizations	  that	  fit	  that	  classification	  with	  weekly	  box	  office	  receipts	  averaging	  $55,750	  and	  above.8	  	  These	  theatres	  have	  annual	  operating	  budgets	  ranging	  from	  $3	  million	  to	  $50	  million.	  Surveys	  were	  sent	  to	  the	  artistic	  leaders	  at	  all	  forty-­‐‑six	  theatres.9	  	  Of	  those,	  sixteen	  responded	  for	  a	  35%	  response	  rate.	  	  Those	  responding	  represent	  an	  equal	  spread	  of	  the	  different	  member	  budget	  categories.	  	  Information	  relating	  to	  another	  




eight	  theatres’	  commissions	  was	  found	  readily	  available	  on	  the	  organizations’	  websites	  –	  including	  a	  list	  of	  playwrights	  under	  commission	  at	  the	  theatre.	  	  	  Surveys	  were	  also	  sent	  to	  playwrights	  directly	  and	  via	  their	  agents.10	  	  While	  many	  responded	  to	  the	  survey,	  several	  preferred	  to	  respond	  via	  one-­‐‑on-­‐‑one	  conversations.	  	  Interviews	  were	  also	  conducted	  with	  four	  major	  literary	  agents,	  one	  agency	  business	  affairs	  executive,	  leadership	  at	  the	  Dramatists	  Guild	  and	  other	  non-­‐‑producing	  playwright	  advocacy	  groups.	  	  Anonymity	  was	  accorded	  to	  all	  that	  were	  surveyed	  and	  interviewed.	  	  Theatre	  names	  are	  only	  referenced	  if	  quotes	  or	  information	  were	  found	  in	  prior	  published	  materials.	  Commissioning	  patterns	  were	  evaluated	  through	  spreadsheet	  analysis	  combining	  the	  responses	  of	  organizations	  and	  individual	  playwrights.	  	  This	  data	  included	  who	  was	  being	  commissioned	  and	  by	  what	  theatre;	  how	  many	  commissions	  each	  playwright	  was	  currently	  carrying;	  the	  financial	  amount	  of	  each	  commission;	  the	  contractual	  time	  frame	  for	  submission	  of	  a	  first	  draft;	  and	  rates	  of	  commissions	  produced.	  	  By	  combining	  results	  from	  LORT	  theatre	  surveys,	  playwright	  surveys	  and	  available	  online	  data,	  I	  was	  able	  to	  generate	  a	  pool	  of	  196	  playwrights	  currently	  under	  commission	  in	  our	  LORT	  theatre	  pool.	  	  Those	  196	  playwrights	  were	  under	  contract	  for	  a	  total	  of	  244	  commissions.	  	  	  This	  data,	  along	  with	  anecdotes	  from	  interviews,	  will	  lead	  to	  a	  considered	  evaluation	  of	  the	  role	  of	  commissions	  in	  the	  current	  environment	  in	  the	  following	  chapters.	  	  









A	  DECADE	  AGO	  –	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  	   The	  purpose	  of	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  was	  to	  “determine	  how	  TDF	  and	  others	  could	  ‘be	  most	  helpful	  in	  facilitating	  and	  encouraging	  the	  work	  of	  promising	  playwrights	  and	  the	  performance	  of	  their	  works.’”11	  	  The	  study	  and	  resulting	  analysis	  took	  a	  broad	  look	  at	  the	  financial	  reality	  for	  playwrights	  and	  for	  new	  play	  producing	  theatres.	  	  It	  covered	  issues	  such	  as	  how	  and	  where	  playwrights	  were	  earning	  their	  annual	  income;	  how	  theatres	  were	  choosing	  the	  work	  that	  they	  developed	  and	  produced;	  and	  how	  the	  relationships	  between	  artist,	  producer	  and	  audience	  played	  a	  role	  in	  artistic	  programming.	  	  	  The	  research	  represented	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  was	  gathered	  in	  2003	  and	  2005.	  	  The	  first	  surveyed	  sample	  was	  from	  randomly	  selected	  members	  of	  Theatre	  Communications	  Group	  (TCG).12	  	  The	  2005	  survey	  went	  exclusively	  to	  new	  play	  producing	  theatres,	  ninety-­‐‑four	  of	  which	  responded.13	  	  Nineteen	  (or	  approximately	  20%)	  of	  those	  respondents	  are	  represented	  in	  the	  LORT	  theatre	  pool	  defined	  for	  this	  thesis,	  but	  it	  is	  important	  to	  note	  that	  only	  35%	  of	  the	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  respondents	  fit	  within	  the	  budget	  parameters	  of	  this	  thesis	  research	  pool.14	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  11	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  




For	  the	  purpose	  of	  this	  thesis,	  I	  will	  take	  a	  focused	  look	  at	  the	  findings	  related	  to	  playwright	  income	  and	  commission	  trends.	  	  	  When	  asked,	  “Do	  you	  budget	  for	  any	  of	  the	  following	  means	  of	  new	  play	  development,”	  67%	  of	  the	  original	  respondents	  answered	  yes	  to	  commissions.15	  	  	  	  
	  
Above	  graph	  is	  based	  on	  the	  graph	  in	  the	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  Theatre	  Survey	  Analysis	  on	  page	  11.	  	  What	  was	  not	  tracked,	  per	  the	  research	  analysis,	  was	  how	  much	  money	  each	  of	  those	  theatres	  budget	  or	  spend	  on	  commissions	  in	  total.	  	  However,	  a	  graph	  in	  
Outrageous	  Fortune	  shows	  that,	  generally,	  commissions	  ranged	  from	  about	  $1,000	  to	  $12,000	  with	  the	  largest	  percentage	  (16%)	  being	  in	  the	  $3000	  to	  $5000	  range.16	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  15	  Ibid.,	  Page	  11.	  16	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  
American	  Play.	  	  Theatre	  Development	  Fund,	  2009.	  	  Page	  59.	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As	  to	  how	  many	  of	  the	  commissioned	  plays	  respondent	  theatres	  produced,	  the	  research	  analysis	  charted	  a	  total	  of	  four	  being	  produced	  within	  the	  three	  years	  prior	  to	  the	  survey.17	  	  	  Not	  having	  access	  to	  the	  total	  number	  of	  plays	  commissioned	  in	  those	  years,	  it	  is	  difficult	  to	  determine	  a	  page	  to	  stage	  success	  rate.	  	  For	  the	  ninety-­‐‑four	  responding	  theatres,	  the	  average	  number	  of	  productions	  per	  season	  was	  seven.18	  	  This	  information	  will	  become	  significant	  when	  compared	  to	  the	  rates	  revealed	  in	  the	  LORT	  theatre	  pool	  responses	  for	  this	  thesis	  in	  Chapter	  Two,	  where	  we	  will	  analyze	  how	  commission	  fees	  and	  production	  rates	  have	  changed	  since	  the	  
Outrageous	  Fortune	  research	  was	  conducted.	  	  	  The	  overall	  pool	  of	  professional	  playwrights	  surveyed	  for	  Outrageous	  
Fortune	  was	  larger	  -­‐‑	  340	  with	  250	  usable	  returns.	  19	  	  	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  defined	  “professional”	  playwrights	  as	  those	  with	  a	  production	  performed	  by	  Actors’	  Equity	  Association	  members	  in	  front	  of	  a	  paying	  audience.20	  	  	  Playwrights	  responded	  that	  they	  had	  been	  working	  professionally	  for	  one	  to	  thirty	  plus	  years	  with	  an	  average	  span	  of	  eight	  to	  thirteen	  years.21	  Playwrights	  were	  asked	  what	  their	  average	  total	  annual	  income	  over	  five	  years	  was;	  what	  percentage	  of	  that	  income	  came	  directly	  from	  playwriting;	  and	  what	  percentage	  came	  from	  other	  sources.	  	  Results	  showed	  that	  the	  average	  surveyed	  playwright’s	  annual	  income	  was	  between	  $25,000	  and	  $39,000	  annually.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  17	  Voss,	  Zannie	  Giraud.	  	  “TDF	  Playwrights	  &	  New	  Play	  Development	  Project:	  Theatre	  Survey	  Analysis	  and	  Report.”	  	  Provided	  by	  Victoria	  Bailey.	  	  Page	  20.	  18	  Ibid.	  	  Page	  1.	  19	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  




Nearly	  a	  third	  of	  those	  surveyed	  made	  less	  than	  $25,000.22	  	  Over	  50%	  of	  the	  total	  income	  came	  from	  sources	  unrelated	  to	  playwriting.	  	  The	  next	  largest	  source	  at	  21.8%	  came	  from	  teaching.	  	  Only	  15%	  came	  from	  productions	  of	  their	  plays.	  	  	  	  
	  
Above	  graph	  is	  based	  on	  the	  pie	  chart	  provided	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  on	  page	  53.	  	  Writing	  for	  television,	  film	  and	  other	  mediums	  were	  mentioned	  as	  sources	  of	  related	  income	  since	  they	  involved	  writing,	  but	  because	  it	  was	  not	  theatre	  related,	  this	  information	  was	  separated	  in	  the	  analysis.	  	  However,	  as	  I	  will	  explain	  later	  in	  this	  paper,	  classifying	  earnings	  from	  film	  and	  television	  as	  separate	  from	  playwriting	  income	  has	  become	  more	  difficult	  since	  the	  publication	  of	  Outrageous	  
Fortune.	  	  The	  emergence	  and	  success	  of	  streaming	  viewing	  sources	  has	  altered	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  22	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  
American	  Play.	  	  Theatre	  Development	  Fund,	  2009.	  	  	  Page	  51.	  
Figure	  2:	  Playwrights'	  Earning	  By	  Source
Souces	  unrelated	  to	  your	  work	  as	  a	  playwright	  -­‐‑ 50.9%Teaching	  -­‐‑ 21.8%
Theatre-­‐‑related	  judging	  and	  panels	  -­‐‑ 2.1%Theatre-­‐‑related	  academic/critical	  writing	  or	  editing	  -­‐‑ 2.6%Writing	  for	  film	  -­‐‑ 5.6%
Writing	  for	  television	  -­‐‑ 9.1%




standard	  industry	  writing	  schedules	  as	  well	  as	  the	  geographical	  domination	  that	  Los	  Angeles	  once	  had.	  Playwrights	  were	  then	  asked	  what	  percentage	  of	  their	  income	  directly	  related	  to	  playwriting	  came	  from	  seven	  different	  sources:	  Licensing	  fees,	  Publication	  royalties	  and	  advances,	  Grants,	  Contests	  and	  Awards,	  Commissions,	  Production	  Royalties,	  and	  Other.	  	  Production	  royalties	  only	  accounted	  for	  20%.	  23	  	  	  	  
	  
Above	  graph	  is	  based	  on	  the	  pie	  chart	  provided	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  on	  page	  55.	  	   According	  to	  one	  conclusion	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune,	  when	  considering	  the	  lower	  end	  of	  the	  average	  annual	  income	  of	  $25,000	  and	  that	  15%	  of	  that	  comes	  from	  playwriting	  sources,	  the	  analysis	  claimed	  the	  average	  playwright	  only	  makes	  3%	  of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  23	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  
American	  Play.	  	  Theatre	  Development	  Fund,	  2009.	  	  	  Page	  55.	  
Figure	  3:	  Approximately	  what	  percentage	  of	  your	  playwrighting	  income	  comes	  from…




their	  annual	  income	  from	  actual	  production.24	  	  This	  analysis	  is	  tricky	  as	  only	  seventy	  playwrights	  of	  the	  total	  surveyed	  provided	  answers	  to	  the	  defined	  breakdown.	  	  It	  therefore	  cannot	  be	  considered	  truly	  representative	  of	  the	  field.	  	  Significant	  to	  the	  research	  for	  this	  thesis	  is	  that	  22%	  of	  playwriting	  related	  income	  came	  from	  commissions.	  	  It	  was	  the	  largest	  percentage,	  only	  matched	  by	  “Other”.25	  	  Of	  the	  playwrights	  surveyed,	  about	  22%	  had	  never	  received	  a	  commission.	  	  Of	  those	  that	  had	  been	  commissioned,	  payments	  for	  those	  commissions	  averaged	  between	  $3,000	  and	  $4,999	  with	  a	  third	  being	  less	  than	  $3,000.	  	  On	  the	  higher	  payment	  end,	  4%	  of	  the	  commissions	  topped	  out	  around	  $12,000.26	  	  	  	  	  	  What	  appeared	  to	  be	  a	  more	  vital	  issue	  to	  playwrights	  was	  whether	  their	  commissioned	  plays	  were	  actually	  being	  produced.	  	  Statistics	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  are	  unclear	  as	  to	  how	  many	  commissioned	  plays	  were	  produced	  by	  the	  theatre	  that	  commissioned	  them.	  	  What	  was	  spelled	  out	  in	  the	  book	  was	  that	  43%	  of	  surveyed	  playwrights	  had	  either	  never	  been	  commissioned	  or	  never	  had	  a	  production	  begin	  as	  a	  commission	  at	  the	  theatre	  that	  produced	  it.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  further	  stated	  that	  24%	  of	  playwright	  respondents	  “have	  had	  only	  a	  single	  play	  commissioned	  and	  subsequently	  produced	  by	  the	  commissioning	  theatre.”27	  As	  will	  be	  seen	  in	  the	  next	  chapter,	  these	  are	  the	  statistics	  I	  set	  out	  to	  clarify,	  update,	  and	  analyze.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  24	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  
American	  Play.	  	  Theatre	  Development	  Fund,	  2009.	  	  	  Page	  55.	  25	  London,	  Todd	  &	  Ben	  Pesner.	  	  Outrageous	  Fortune:	  The	  Life	  and	  Times	  of	  the	  New	  






LORT	  THEATRES	  &	  COMMISSIONS	  	   When	  asked	  why	  theatres	  commission	  playwrights,	  three	  prominent	  reasons	  were	  mentioned	  time	  and	  time	  again	  in	  the	  LORT	  Theatre	  surveys:	  	  	  
•   Financially	  support	  playwrights	  	  
•   Diversify	  artists	  working	  at	  the	  organization	  












due	  to	  financial	  constraints.	  	  Several	  theatres	  only	  commission	  for	  their	  smaller	  stage	  and	  usually	  treat	  it	  as	  a	  way	  to	  form	  a	  relationship	  with	  the	  writer	  and	  create	  a	  pipeline	  to	  the	  mainstage.	  South	  Coast	  Repertory	  began	  its	  commissioning	  program	  in	  1980	  and	  is	  the	  oldest	  program	  I	  found.	  	  The	  most	  recent	  to	  the	  commissioning	  system	  is	  American	  Conservatory	  Theater	  which	  began	  its	  current	  program	  in	  2013.	  	  The	  majority	  of	  respondents	  started	  commissioning	  in	  the	  1990’s.	  By	  analyzing	  results	  from	  the	  LORT	  Theatre	  surveys	  and	  available	  online	  data	  I	  was	  able	  to	  identify	  a	  group	  of	  196	  playwrights	  currently	  under	  commission	  in	  the	  research	  pool.	  	  Those	  196	  playwrights	  were	  under	  contract	  for	  a	  total	  of	  244	  commissions.	  	  If	  taking	  a	  straight	  average,	  that	  would	  mean	  1.2	  commissions	  per	  playwright.	  	  However,	  the	  data	  spread	  shows	  that	  of	  the	  196	  playwrights,	  thirty-­‐‑three	  were	  committed	  to	  more	  than	  one	  commission.	  	  Ten	  of	  those	  carried	  three	  or	  more.	  	  And	  one	  is	  currently	  commissioned	  by	  seven	  theatres	  (though	  two	  of	  the	  commissions	  reported	  by	  that	  playwright	  are	  not	  with	  any	  of	  our	  pool	  theatres).31	  Based	  on	  these	  findings,	  my	  assumption	  that	  the	  same	  elite	  writers	  hold	  the	  majority	  of	  commissions	  does	  not	  turn	  out	  to	  be	  true.	  	  A	  number	  of	  the	  names	  compiled	  in	  my	  research	  spreadsheet	  are	  well	  known	  in	  the	  industry	  but	  I	  was	  surprised	  by	  who	  did	  not	  appear	  on	  the	  list.	  	  The	  writer	  carrying	  seven	  commissions	  is	  on	  my	  presumed	  “hot”	  list	  and	  claims	  that	  every	  play	  that	  he	  has	  been	  commissioned	  to	  write	  was	  produced	  by	  the	  commissioning	  theatre.	  	  The	  next	  








theatre	  has	  two	  programs	  –	  one	  for	  its	  mainstage	  for	  which	  it	  pays	  $10,000	  and	  another	  that	  begins	  at	  $7,500	  for	  its	  theatre	  for	  young	  audiences’	  program	  (for	  which	  it	  has	  had	  twenty-­‐‑one	  commissions	  over	  the	  last	  ten	  years.)	  	  Over	  45%	  of	  respondent	  commissions	  start	  at	  $10,000	  and	  27%	  begin	  at	  higher	  than	  that.	  	  The	  highest	  commission	  rate	  reported	  was	  $40,000.	  	  Only	  a	  handful	  of	  theatres	  noted	  that	  they	  include	  travel	  and	  housing	  for	  developmental	  periods	  with	  their	  commissions.	  	  
	  
LORT	  Theatre	  Annual	  Budget	  vs.	  Commission	  Rates	  
	   This	  is	  a	  vast	  difference	  from	  the	  statistics	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune.	  	  Again,	  in	  its	  research	  pool,	  commissions	  ranged	  from	  $1,000	  to	  $12,000.	  	  Almost	  54%	  of	  the	  commissions	  were	  for	  less	  than	  $7,000.	  	  What	  has	  caused	  this	  increase?	  	  Did	  




Figure	  4:	  LORT	  Commissions	  -­‐‑ Highs	  and	  Lows












One	  playwright	  who	  currently	  has	  three	  commissions	  stated	  that	  she	  is	  a	  deadline	  writer	  and	  so	  loves	  being	  held	  to	  a	  schedule.35	  	  Another	  playwright	  (with	  seven	  commissions)	  says	  that	  while	  she	  has	  never	  had	  a	  contractual	  deadline	  and	  it	  has	  taken	  as	  long	  as	  eight	  years	  to	  submit	  a	  first	  draft,	  she	  makes	  her	  best	  effort	  to	  finish	  in	  a	  year.	  	  For	  all	  the	  playwrights	  surveyed,	  timelines	  were	  mutually	  beneficial	  because	  contractual	  language	  also	  spelled	  out	  how	  long	  the	  commissioning	  theatre	  had	  to	  commit	  to	  produce	  or	  release	  the	  play	  back	  to	  the	  playwright	  for	  possible	  productions	  elsewhere.	  The	  prevalent	  reasons	  for	  theatres	  with	  contractual	  deadlines	  are	  logistical	  and	  financial.	  	  A	  pre-­‐‑determined	  schedule	  allows	  a	  theatre	  to	  plan	  resources	  for	  reading	  and/or	  development	  of	  the	  play	  if	  it	  has	  some	  sense	  of	  when	  it	  will	  land	  in	  the	  pipeline.	  	  Unlike	  commercial	  theatre,	  the	  LORT	  theatres	  plan	  seasons	  out	  at	  least	  a	  year	  in	  advance	  and	  knowing	  where	  you	  have	  room	  to	  slot	  a	  new	  play	  can	  ease	  the	  path.	  	  This	  makes	  it	  harder	  to	  respond	  to	  current	  events	  in	  the	  moment.	  	  While	  older	  plays	  may	  still	  speak	  to	  current	  times	  in	  a	  relevant	  manner,	  a	  preplanned	  season	  makes	  it	  harder	  to	  respond	  immediately	  with	  contemporary	  voices	  and	  styles.	  	  A	  schedule	  also	  allows	  theatres	  to	  plan	  for	  financial	  phases.	  	  This	  can	  be	  both	  money	  out	  to	  the	  playwright	  as	  well	  as	  funding	  coming	  in	  to	  the	  theatre	  to	  support	  commissions.	  	  Many	  funders	  have	  established	  trigger	  points	  at	  which	  funds	  are	  released	  to	  theatres.	  	  If	  a	  foundation,	  for	  instance,	  has	  awarded	  a	  multi-­‐‑year	  grant	  to	  a	  theatre,	  funds	  may	  not	  be	  released	  to	  that	  theatre	  until	  certain	  requirements	  have	  




been	  met	  –	  i.e.	  a	  first	  commission	  has	  been	  completed	  before	  they	  will	  fund	  the	  second.	  Of	  important	  interest	  to	  me	  was	  how	  many	  of	  the	  plays	  commissioned	  by	  these	  theatres	  were	  actually	  produced.	  	  Over	  the	  last	  ten	  years	  fifty-­‐‑one	  commissioned	  plays	  were	  produced	  on	  the	  mainstages	  and	  fifty-­‐‑four	  were	  produced	  on	  second	  or	  alternative	  stages	  according	  to	  the	  LORT	  theatre	  survey	  respondents.	  	  Eight	  of	  the	  theatres	  had	  announced	  season	  slots	  for	  a	  total	  of	  twelve	  productions	  on	  mainstages	  in	  the	  upcoming	  year.	  	  Compared	  to	  the	  statistics	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune,	  my	  research	  shows	  a	  higher	  commission-­‐‑to-­‐‑production	  rate	  than	  was	  seen	  ten	  years	  ago	  in	  TDF’s	  much	  larger	  research	  pool.	  Though	  I	  did	  not	  ask	  this	  question	  directly	  in	  the	  survey,	  I	  was	  curious	  about	  what	  financial	  obligation	  the	  theatres	  ask	  from	  playwrights	  in	  return	  for	  the	  commission?	  	  Since	  Outrageous	  Fortune,	  many	  theatres	  have	  dropped	  requests	  for	  future	  subsidiary	  rights	  in	  exchange	  for	  a	  commission	  or	  a	  first	  production.36	  	  The	  Public	  Theatre	  (not	  a	  member	  of	  our	  research	  pool),	  and	  the	  Roundabout	  Theatre	  announced	  soon	  after	  the	  publication	  of	  Outrageous	  Fortune	  that	  they	  would	  be	  altering	  their	  subsidiary	  rights	  policies.	  	  The	  Public	  switched	  from	  receiving	  10%	  for	  ten	  years	  after	  production	  to	  not	  receiving	  a	  dime	  until	  the	  playwright	  earns	  over	  $75,000	  in	  royalties.	  	  “The	  Playwright	  needs	  the	  money	  more	  than	  the	  Public	  does,”	  said	  Artistic	  Director,	  Oskar	  Eustis.37	  




Roundabout,	  which	  had	  previously	  clashed	  with	  playwrights	  over	  its	  policy,	  announced	  a	  similar	  tiered	  change.	  	  It	  had	  previously	  taken	  as	  much	  as	  40%	  of	  future	  royalties.	  	  Now,	  it	  negotiates	  a	  percentage	  on	  works	  that	  are	  major	  hits	  or	  run	  for	  more	  than	  eighteen	  weeks	  at	  its	  Off-­‐‑Broadway	  space.	  	  It	  does	  not	  negotiate	  any	  royalty	  participation	  for	  plays	  done	  in	  its	  black	  box	  theatre.38	  	  	  Lincoln	  Center	  Theater	  has	  never	  taken	  a	  share	  of	  subsidiary	  rights	  because	  it	  “wanted	  to	  support	  playwrights	  struggling	  to	  pay	  rent,	  buy	  health	  insurance	  and	  otherwise	  support	  themselves.”39	  Center	  Theatre	  Group	  made	  similar	  policy	  changes	  after	  a	  2007	  speech	  by	  Richard	  Nelson.40	  	  This	  is	  an	  issue	  that	  the	  Dramatists	  Guild	  and	  its	  Legal	  Defense	  Fund	  have	  long	  watched	  and	  which	  we	  will	  discuss	  later	  in	  Chapter	  Four.	  	   	  





THE	  PLAYWRIGHT’S	  PERSPECTIVE	  	   As	  stated	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune,	  playwrights	  and	  producers	  have	  different	  interpretations	  of	  their	  environment.	  	  While	  surveyed	  LORT	  theatre	  leaders	  articulated	  a	  commitment	  to	  playwrights	  and	  new	  play	  development,	  playwrights	  were	  not	  always	  sure	  they	  meant	  it.	  	  There	  was	  a	  sense	  that	  many	  organizations	  place	  a	  higher	  priority	  on	  overhead	  costs	  and	  staff	  than	  on	  paying	  the	  artists	  that	  work	  in	  their	  spaces.	  	  	  In	  observing	  the	  financial	  survey	  responses	  from	  theatres,	  this	  belief	  is	  not	  fully	  supported.	  	  By	  perusing	  one	  particular	  LORT	  A	  theatre’s	  Form	  990	  for	  2015,	  it	  can	  be	  seen	  that	  general	  staff	  salaries	  equaled	  $3,574,428	  while	  artist	  salaries	  equaled	  $13,244,091.41	  	  This	  number,	  or	  course,	  does	  not	  separate	  playwrights	  from	  other	  creative	  artists,	  but	  it	  could	  disprove	  the	  overall	  theory.	  	  Even	  so,	  one	  playwright	  advocate	  I	  spoke	  with	  stated	  that	  there	  is	  a	  schism	  due	  to	  an	  awareness	  of	  the	  disparity	  between	  the	  artistic	  director’s	  salary	  and	  an	  artist’s	  income.	  	  	  The	  most	  important	  element	  to	  counter	  this	  perceived	  schism	  is	  trust.	  	  When	  playwrights	  develop	  a	  strong	  history	  with	  LORT	  theatres,	  it	  is	  usually	  due	  to	  a	  personal	  relationship	  with	  the	  artistic	  director	  developed	  over	  multiple	  productions.	  	  When	  treated	  well	  while	  at	  an	  organization	  and	  supported	  by	  its	  leadership,	  playwrights	  wish	  to	  continue	  building	  those	  relationships.	  	  That	  appears	  




to	  be	  a	  deciding	  factor	  for	  why	  many	  playwrights	  take	  commissions	  from	  particular	  theatres.42	  	  	  Playwrights	  expressed	  a	  sense	  that	  theatres	  commission	  work	  they	  have	  no	  intention	  of	  producing	  so	  they	  can	  market	  and	  fundraise	  around	  key	  catchphrases	  such	  as	  “diversity”	  and	  “emerging	  artists”.	  	  As	  indicated	  in	  Outrageous	  Fortune,	  playwrights	  sometimes	  feel	  that	  certain	  voices	  and	  types	  of	  work	  are	  relegated	  to	  smaller	  or	  second	  stages	  when	  actually	  produced.	  	  	  While	  these	  concerns	  were	  expressed	  by	  every	  playwright	  I	  spoke	  with,	  it	  feels	  more	  like	  a	  long-­‐‑held	  gross	  generalization	  than	  the	  reality.	  	  While	  some	  theatres	  are	  guilty	  of	  token	  diversity	  gestures,	  and	  parity	  across	  the	  field	  has	  not	  been	  reached,	  it	  does	  appear	  that	  things	  are	  changing.	  	  When	  analyzing	  the	  responses	  from	  our	  LORT	  theatre	  pool	  it	  shows	  that	  over	  one	  hundred	  and	  five	  commissioned	  plays	  have	  been	  produced	  over	  the	  last	  ten	  years	  with	  at	  least	  twelve	  scheduled	  for	  the	  current	  and	  upcoming	  seasons.	  	  Keeping	  in	  mind	  the	  limited	  number	  of	  slots	  in	  a	  season,	  those	  numbers	  are	  higher	  than	  I	  anticipated.43	  	  It	  must	  be	  noted	  as	  a	  counterpoint	  that	  the	  theatres	  with	  the	  highest	  success	  rate	  of	  commission	  to	  production	  have	  multiple	  stages.	  	  Information	  not	  made	  clear	  by	  the	  LORT	  theatre	  respondents	  is	  specific	  numbers	  on	  how	  many	  plays	  that	  were	  commissioned	  over	  the	  last	  ten	  years	  were	  never	  completed	  by	  the	  playwright.	  




For	  the	  playwrights	  that	  provided	  financial	  information	  in	  their	  survey	  responses,	  commissions	  made	  up	  a	  range	  of	  15%	  to	  60%	  of	  their	  writing	  income.44	  	  Interestingly,	  the	  playwright	  who	  made	  the	  lower	  end	  in	  commissions	  posted	  the	  highest	  percentage	  of	  production	  royalties/advances	  income	  at	  40%	  as	  well	  as	  35%	  in	  licensing	  income.	  	  Conversely,	  the	  playwright	  with	  the	  highest	  percentage	  in	  commissions	  posted	  no	  licensing	  income	  and	  the	  lowest	  in	  production	  royalties/advances	  (10%)	  over	  the	  last	  five	  years.	  	  While	  this	  would	  seem	  to	  indicate	  that	  commissions	  are	  only	  going	  to	  playwrights	  early	  in	  their	  careers,	  these	  are	  extreme	  examples	  in	  our	  field	  of	  surveyed	  playwrights.	  	  While	  statistics	  show	  that	  commissions	  still	  make	  up	  a	  significant	  portion	  of	  annual	  income	  from	  writing,	  the	  goal	  of	  playwrights	  is	  overwhelmingly	  to	  have	  their	  plays	  produced	  somewhere.	  	  Earning	  royalties	  from	  those	  productions	  came	  in	  second.	  This	  is	  why	  it	  is	  important	  to	  playwrights	  that	  they	  get	  scripts	  back	  into	  their	  own	  hands	  to	  shop	  around	  if	  the	  commissioning	  theatre	  is	  going	  to	  pass	  on	  them.	  	  This	  stated	  response	  from	  playwrights	  ran	  counter	  to	  my	  prior	  concern	  that	  playwrights	  were	  stacking	  multiple	  commissions	  as	  a	  main	  source	  of	  income.	  	  	  What	  surveyed	  playwrights	  seemed	  to	  be	  more	  concerned	  about	  were	  other	  elements,	  such	  as	  insurance,	  office	  space	  and	  travel	  expenses,	  that	  help	  foster	  a	  more	  ideal	  environment	  in	  which	  to	  create.	  	  Our	  playwright	  respondents	  were	  clear	  in	  expressing	  a	  laundry	  list	  of	  needs.	  	  The	  survey	  responses,	  in	  the	  playwrights’	  own	  words,	  included	  the	  following:	  




•   Residencies	  –	  salary,	  benefits,	  office,	  input	  in	  the	  direction	  of	  the	  institution.	  	  	  
•   Funding	  for	  research/travel.	  
•   Salary.	  	  Even	  just	  enough	  to	  pay	  my	  rent	  for	  a	  year	  would	  take	  off	  so	  much	  stress.	  
•   Insurance	  would	  be	  huge.	  	  Housing	  would	  be	  great.	  	  	  
•   I	  prefer	  my	  personal	  health	  insurance	  to	  a	  group	  plan,	  but	  I	  would	  not	  mind	  money	  to	  help	  pay	  for	  it.	  
•   When	  thinking	  about	  the	  work:	  as	  many	  workshops,	  retreats,	  opportunities	  to	  hear	  the	  work	  by	  actors	  is,	  for	  me,	  what	  makes	  me	  take	  giant	  strides	  towards	  completion.	  
•   A	  salary	  during	  rehearsals/workshops.	  	  We	  give	  so	  much	  time	  for	  free	  because	  in	  theory	  we	  will	  make	  it	  up	  in	  royalties,	  but	  that	  money	  is	  months	  away	  and	  time	  spent	  in	  rehearsal	  is	  time	  I	  can’t	  be	  writing	  on	  and	  turning	  in	  another	  script.	  
•   We	  would	  love	  to	  get	  the	  same	  consideration	  when	  we	  travel	  that	  other	  artists	  do.	  	  I’m	  on	  the	  road	  six	  months	  of	  every	  year.	  	  	  
•   Actors	  often	  get	  gym	  memberships,	  the	  playwright	  doesn’t.	  	  Actors	  get	  luggage	  paid	  for,	  playwrights	  don’t	  always.	  	  Same	  with	  door	  to	  door	  transportation,	  etc.	  	  	  




•   The	  Mellon	  Fellowships	  are	  awesome,	  but	  for	  so	  many	  of	  us	  who	  don’t	  work	  where	  we	  live,	  we	  can	  never	  apply.	  	  Which	  isn’t	  our	  fault.	  	  I	  would	  love	  to	  work	  at	  home.	  
•   Retirement	  plan	  that	  gets	  paid	  into	  like	  other	  artists.	  	  I’ve	  got	  no	  retirement	  savings.45	  
•   Stronger	  involvement	  in	  planning	  the	  development	  process.	  Across	  the	  board,	  our	  playwrights	  stated	  that	  health	  insurance	  has	  become	  a	  bigger	  concern	  than	  overall	  annual	  income.	  	  More	  and	  more,	  the	  benefits	  that	  salaried	  employees	  have	  and	  playwrights	  do	  not	  is	  coming	  up	  in	  the	  national	  conversation.46	  	  Commissions	  do	  not	  currently	  come	  with	  health	  care.	  	  Some	  residencies	  do.	  	  	  A	  handful	  of	  theatres	  are	  altering	  their	  development	  programs	  to	  address	  this	  issue.	  	  Beginning	  in	  2014,	  Playwrights	  Horizons	  (not	  a	  member	  of	  our	  LORT	  theatre	  pool)	  began	  paying	  all	  the	  playwrights	  in	  each	  season	  an	  estimated	  half	  of	  their	  insurance	  premium	  for	  the	  year	  as	  well	  as	  a	  fee	  for	  being	  involved	  in	  the	  preproduction	  process	  of	  their	  play.	  	  Playwrights	  Horizons’	  artistic	  director	  Tim	  Sanford	  stated	  that	  a	  play’s	  future	  value	  is	  tied	  up	  with	  the	  relationships	  and	  partnerships	  formed	  during	  the	  development	  of	  the	  work	  and	  that	  the	  playwrights	  


















OTHER	  VOICES	  IN	  THE	  FIELD	  	  In	  gathering	  information	  about	  playwrights’	  livelihoods,	  it	  became	  clear	  that	  I	  needed	  to	  speak	  with	  industry	  professionals	  that	  help	  playwrights	  navigate	  the	  field.	  	  Meetings	  were	  set	  up	  with	  several	  prominent	  playwright	  agents	  and	  agency	  attorneys,	  leaders	  of	  advocacy	  groups,	  and	  directors	  of	  developmental	  organizations	  that	  do	  not	  produce.	  The	  agents	  I	  spoke	  with	  were	  very	  candid,	  but	  they	  only	  agreed	  to	  contribute	  to	  my	  research	  on	  condition	  of	  anonymity.	  	  One	  agent	  I	  spoke	  with	  made	  it	  a	  point	  to	  tell	  me	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  interview	  that	  he	  is	  proactively	  anti-­‐‑commission,	  or	  as	  he	  put	  it,	  “I	  am	  not	  a	  commission-­‐‑friendly	  agent.”53	  	  He	  is	  especially	  opposed	  to	  playwrights	  carrying	  multiple	  commissions,	  believing	  that	  an	  agent	  who	  promotes	  it	  is	  paralyzing	  the	  playwright	  and	  the	  work.	  It	  should	  be	  noted	  that	  he	  has	  about	  thirty	  playwright	  clients	  and	  several	  are	  on	  the	  most	  produced	  lists	  of	  the	  last	  and	  upcoming	  season.54	  	  Several	  of	  his	  clients	  have	  commissions	  but	  he	  usually	  advises	  against	  them	  if	  the	  writer	  does	  not	  desperately	  need	  the	  money.	  	  In	  his	  opinion,	  there	  are	  three	  reasons	  to	  accept	  a	  commission:	  
•   The	  playwright	  has	  a	  financial	  need.	  	  Especially	  for	  young	  playwrights.	  	  	  




•   If	  a	  playwright	  has	  a	  specific	  idea	  of	  what	  they	  want	  to	  write	  and	  it	  is	  simpatico	  with	  the	  mission	  of	  the	  commissioning	  theatre	  or	  community	  in	  which	  the	  theatre	  resides.	  	  	  












they	  commissioned,	  whether	  their	  theatre	  premiered	  it	  or	  not.	  	  While	  this	  may	  feel	  like	  a	  waste	  of	  time	  for	  the	  agents,	  it	  is	  necessary	  information	  for	  the	  producing	  theatres.	  	  Without	  a	  record	  of	  the	  history	  of	  plays	  an	  organization	  has	  commissioned,	  it	  cannot	  renew	  or	  obtain	  new	  funding	  for	  future	  commissions	  –	  that	  is	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  funding	  world.	  	  	  Because	  of	  this,	  the	  agents	  I	  spoke	  with	  are	  keeping	  an	  eye	  on	  new	  play	  development	  funding	  models.	  	  Some	  pointed	  out	  that	  new	  play	  development	  funds	  have	  been	  raised	  on	  certain	  markers	  (i.e.	  diversity,	  gender,	  etc.)	  and	  are	  often	  “passed	  through”	  the	  institution	  to	  the	  artist	  –	  meaning	  the	  commission	  money	  does	  not	  affect	  the	  working	  budget	  of	  the	  theatre.	  	  If	  it	  is	  more	  expensive	  to	  mount	  a	  full	  production	  and	  the	  work	  is	  “risky”	  for	  the	  institution,	  these	  agents	  ask	  how	  likely	  the	  organizations	  are	  to	  produce	  the	  finished	  commission	  rather	  than	  simply	  move	  on	  to	  the	  next	  one	  without	  ever	  producing	  the	  play.	  I	  stated	  earlier	  that	  many	  theatres	  have	  revised	  their	  subsidiary	  rights	  policies	  to	  better	  support	  the	  playwright.	  	  However,	  one	  agent	  I	  interviewed	  has	  been	  seeing	  an	  increase	  in	  the	  amount	  smaller	  theatres	  ask	  for	  on	  commissioned	  plays	  and	  he	  will	  not	  agree	  to	  the	  terms.	  	  Those	  theatres	  asking	  for	  more	  appear	  to	  be	  newer	  to	  commissioning	  and	  new	  play	  development.56	  	  This	  agent	  does,	  however,	  work	  with	  institutions	  that	  are	  building	  in	  successes	  that	  trigger	  participation	  (i.e.,	  the	  show	  runs	  a	  certain	  number	  of	  performances	  or	  is	  extended).	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  56	  I	  was	  unable	  to	  find	  any	  evidence	  for	  why	  these	  theatres	  are	  asking	  for	  more	  other	  than	  that	  they	  may	  be	  hoping	  to	  copy	  historic	  examples	  of	  works	  (such	  as	  A	  Chorus	  

















each	  on	  a	  different	  decade	  in	  America’s	  history	  inspired	  by	  people,	  incidents	  and	  political	  events.	  The	  initiative	  focuses	  on	  five	  distinct	  cycles—Presidential	  Voices,	  illuminating	  exceptional	  Presidents	  and	  remarkable	  events	  in	  their	  lives	  and	  administrations;	  African-­‐‑American	  Voices,	  heralding	  African-­‐‑American	  stories	  in	  our	  country’s	  history	  and	  politics;	  Insider	  Voices,	  offering	  an	  exclusive	  perspective	  on	  the	  complex	  workings	  of	  American	  institutions	  and	  culture;	  Musical	  Theater	  Voices,	  featuring	  musicals	  celebrating	  political	  ideas	  and	  events;	  and	  Women’s	  Voices,	  shining	  a	  spotlight	  on	  female	  voices	  in	  our	  country’s	  political	  life.59	  What	  is	  so	  powerful	  about	  this	  announcement	  is	  its	  roots	  in	  Arena	  Stage’s	  mission	  which,	  in	  part,	  states	  that	  “Arena	  Stage	  is	  alive	  as	  a	  center	  for	  American	  Theater	  in	  our	  nation’s	  capital	  with	  productions,	  diverse	  and	  innovative	  works	  from	  around	  the	  country	  and	  the	  nurturing	  of	  new	  plays.”60	  	  The	  work	  will	  be	  by	  and	  about	  distinctly	  American	  voices.	  	  The	  playwrights	  announced	  so	  far	  are	  diverse	  not	  only	  in	  race,	  age,	  and	  gender	  but	  also	  in	  style	  and	  voice.	  	  The	  commitment	  to	  the	  individual	  work	  and	  the	  initiative	  is	  long	  term.	  	  This	  is	  not	  a	  “let	  us	  try	  it	  this	  year”	  sort	  of	  endeavor.	  	  	  	  




As	  I	  was	  finalizing	  this	  thesis,	  Center	  Theatre	  Group	  announced	  its	  new	  Edgerton	  Foundation	  Playwrights	  Initiative.61	  	  The	  $1	  million	  grant	  from	  the	  Edgerton	  Foundation	  will	  help	  fund	  CTG’s	  effort	  to	  co-­‐‑commission	  over	  fifty	  new	  plays	  in	  the	  coming	  years.	  	  While	  the	  four	  theatres	  announced	  as	  partners	  are	  not	  members	  of	  my	  LORT	  member	  theatre	  pool,	  all	  the	  playwrights	  announced	  for	  the	  first	  phase	  appear	  on	  the	  list	  of	  playwrights	  commissioned	  by	  those	  member	  theatres.	  	  As	  CTG’s	  Artistic	  Director	  Michael	  Ritchie	  said,	  “Co-­‐‑commissioning	  with	  some	  of	  the	  top	  theatres	  in	  the	  U.S.	  and	  London	  allows	  us	  to	  put	  our	  resources	  together	  in	  support	  of	  the	  creation	  and	  production	  of	  new	  work	  around	  the	  world.”62	  	  	  Slowly,	  more	  institutions	  are	  working	  at	  revising	  or	  creating	  new	  models	  to	  take	  a	  more	  holistic	  look	  at	  playwrights	  and	  ultimately	  new	  play	  production.	  	  Many	  of	  the	  theatres	  surveyed	  are	  shifting	  funds	  towards	  residencies	  to	  complement	  commissioning	  programs.	  	  These	  residencies	  provide	  daily	  needs	  such	  as	  office	  space,	  dramaturgical	  feedback,	  and	  developmental	  resources.	  	  More	  importantly,	  they	  provide	  playwrights	  a	  sense	  of	  commitment	  and	  support	  from	  the	  organization	  as	  well	  as	  the	  opportunity	  to	  be	  an	  influential	  voice	  at	  that	  organization.	  	  Several	  of	  the	  playwrights	  I	  spoke	  with	  said	  knowing	  the	  theatre	  had	  a	  long-­‐‑term	  vision	  for	  the	  relationship	  was	  encouraging.	  	  It	  also	  gave	  the	  writers	  time	  to	  be	  writers	  without	  the	  stress	  of	  writing	  to	  a	  deadline,	  and	  the	  luxury	  to	  explore	  and	  fail.	  	  




LORT	  theatre	  pool	  members	  are	  also	  experimenting	  with	  meeting	  the	  non-­‐‑writing	  needs	  that	  often	  prevent	  playwrights	  from	  actually	  writing.	  	  The	  Cleveland	  Play	  House	  aptly	  named	  a	  new	  initiative	  the	  “Self	  and	  Family	  Wellness	  Policy”.63	  	  The	  program	  was	  designed	  to	  help	  staff	  and	  artists	  balance	  work	  and	  their	  personal	  life.	  	  It	  includes	  a	  privacy	  room	  for	  nursing	  mothers,	  napping	  children	  and	  personal	  retreat.	  	  	  In	  2015,	  La	  Jolla	  Playhouse	  launched	  the	  Paula	  Marie	  Black	  Endowment	  for	  Women’s	  Voices	  in	  the	  Art	  of	  Theatre,	  a	  $1	  million	  fund	  which	  provides,	  among	  other	  things,	  female	  artists	  with	  child	  care	  assistance,	  health	  insurance	  and	  other	  needs.	  	  Artistic	  Director	  Christopher	  Ashley	  said	  the	  goal	  is	  “to	  try	  to	  make	  sure	  we’re	  not	  asking	  our	  artists	  to	  make	  a	  choice	  between	  life	  and	  work,	  but	  really	  trying	  to	  create	  an	  environment	  where	  their	  life	  is	  as	  supported	  as	  we	  can	  possibly	  make	  it,	  so	  that	  their	  work	  is	  as	  empowered	  as	  possible.”64	  	  	  The	  Howard	  Gilman	  Foundation	  awards	  general	  operating	  grants	  to	  organizations	  to	  cover	  travel,	  child	  care,	  substitute	  teachers	  for	  playwrights	  who	  teach	  and	  must	  miss	  class	  for	  development	  or	  rehearsal,	  and	  other	  expenses	  that	  get	  in	  the	  way	  of	  artists	  committing	  to	  long	  term	  development.65	  	  It	  appears	  that	  more	  theatres	  and	  funders	  are	  conversing	  about	  the	  non-­‐‑compensational	  needs	  of	  playwrights	  and	  taking	  action.	  	  It	  is	  important	  that	  theatres	  continue	  this	  conversation	  with	  potential	  funders	  about	  the	  concerns	  and	  aspirations	  expressed	  


























LORT	  THEATRES	  SURVEYED	  	  (Category	  C	  –	  A)	   	   	   	   	  	  ACT	  Theatre	  Actors	  Theatre	  of	  Louisville	  Alabama	  Shakespeare	  Festival	  Alley	  Theatre*	  Alliance	  Theatre*	  American	  Conservatory	  Theater*	  American	  Repertory	  Theater	  
Arena	  Stage*	  
Arizona	  Theatre	  Company*	  
Asolo	  Repertory	  Theatre	  	  
Berkeley	  Repertory	  Theatre*	  
Centerstage	  
Center	  Theatre	  Group	  
Cincinnati	  Playhouse	  
Cleveland	  Play	  House	  
Denver	  Center	  Theatre	  Company	  
Geffen	  Playhouse	  
Geva	  Theatre	  Center	  
Guthrie	  Theatre	  
Hartford	  Stage	  
Huntington	  Theatre	  Company*	  
Kansas	  City	  Repertory	  Theatre	  
Laguna	  Playhouse*	  
La	  Jolla	  Playhouse	  
Lincoln	  Center	  Theater*	  
Long	  Wharf	  Theatre	  
Maltz	  Jupiter	  Theatre	  
Manhattan	  Theatre	  Club*	  
McCarter	  Theatre	  
Milwaukee	  Repertory	  Theatre	  
Northlight	  Theatre*	  
The	  Old	  Globe	  
Pasadena	  Playhouse*	  
Philadelphia	  Theatre	  Company	  
Pittsburgh	  Public	  Theater	  
Portland	  Center	  Stage*	  
Repertory	  Theatre	  of	  St	  Louis	  
Roundabout	  Theatre	  Company*	  
Seattle	  Repertory	  
Shakespeare	  Theatre	  Company	  
Signature	  Theatre	  	  
South	  Coast	  Repertory*	  
Syracuse	  Stage	  
Theatre	  For	  a	  New	  Audience	  
TheatreWorks	  
Trinity	  Repertory	  Company*	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